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Rangoon was born in Rangoon,  

Rangoon was raised in Rangoon
1
 

 

 

Daily life in all of its compartments, photograph by Yann Bigant, yannbigant.fr 

 

The story of Rangoon
2
 (today’s Yangon) is usually told through the transforming impulse of British 

Imperial desires or through the architectural gaze of the forces of foreign investment, but for the 

Burmese poet Maung Chaw Nwe, “Rangoon was born in Rangoon/ Rangoon was raised in Rangoon.” 

Here he implied that, despite the designs of external political and economic power, Rangoon was born 

of itself and has been its own parent, its own mediator. Indeed, to speak of a city as “mediated
3
” 

suggests a place intervened in and thereby resolved or brought into agreement, but Rangoon, like any 

city, is never resolved; it is a settlement in a perpetual state of unsettlement. The most we can speak of 

are those forces which might be considered “shaping spirits”
4
 on the city, which serve to reshape its 

topography in a particular way; and the place where those forces meet is Rangoon, where there is no 

other mediator than Rangoon itself.  

 

This paper first draws partly on literary elements to illustrate an overview of Rangoon’s spatial 

present, and then goes on to look at three particular shaping spirits: capital itself, the everyday life of 

the city and the work of historian and urban conservationist Thant Myint-U. It considers the impact of 

each of these on how the built environment reflects and shapes race, faith, and political and 

socioeconomic conditions. It does this through the lens of coloniality/decoloniality, developed in the 

work of the South American subaltern studies collective and beyond
5
 whose concern has been largely 

epistemic coloniality and the decolonisation of theory, policy and thought. Here, however, the 

intention is to return to a key concern of Edward Said’s, which we might now interpret as the 
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decolonisation of physical space, either by altering the materiality of space itself or by performing 

subversions in its representation. In Said’s own words: “If there is anything that radically 

distinguishes the imagination of anti-imperialism, it is the primacy of the geographical element.”
6
 

Anti-imperial resistance then, involved reclaiming and reinventing space, and remaking it out of “the 

deprivations of the present”
7
 rather than out of some ideal of a precolonial past. 

 

With a similar concern for physical space, for Frantz Fanon the urban spatiality of colonial rule 

produced two towns within one: “The settler’s town is a strongly built town, all made of stone and 

steel… [It] is a well-fed town, an easy going town, its belly is always full of good things.”
8
 While the 

town of the colonised on the other hand: “is a world without spaciousness… [it] is a crouching 

village, a town on its knees, a town wallowing in the mire.” Hence, turning decolonial thought 

towards a consideration of physical space is largely a rediscovery of its roots in the work of Said and 

Fanon. Decolonial thought considers how the motif of coloniality persists and recurs in different 

guises, through epistemic, aesthetic and moral logics, and in Burma’s case from British external 

power through to internal coloniality under dislocated elite military rule and through the 

transformations of investment capital. Yet it also considers the ways in which this may be overturned, 

so a decolonial look at Rangoon would consider the patterns of de- and re-colonisation of space in the 

city. 

 

Sule Pagoda and City Hall, photograph by the author 

 

The Spatial Present in Rangoon 
 
For much of Burma’s postcolonial past, successive authoritarian and isolationist regimes have 

insulated the country from many of the transformative economic forces which have altered urban 

spaces elsewhere in Southeast Asia and beyond
9
. As such, Rangoon was largely preserved as the same 

Rangoon Dr William Montgomerie planned in 1852 a little before the “Hausmannisation”
10

 of Paris 

and in the same overall mood – with wide, rational avenues on a mathematical grid. The blanket of 

isolationism began to lift with economic liberalisation in the 1990s, and then in vigour with the 

gradual removal of sanctions from 2010 onwards. The preserved administrative buildings of 

Rangoon’s colonial core were then left largely empty following the relocation of the capital to 

Naypyidaw in 2006
11

, leaving something of a spatial vacuum expected to be filled by Burma’s new 

inflow of investment.  
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An authored representation of downtown Rangoon might therefore begin by describing its colonial 

core of densely packed heritage buildings. It might take you on a tour of Rangoon’s administrative 

and merchant-trading architecture, of its octagonal domes and ornate porticos, of its stuccowork, 

sculptures and rooftop lions, of its colonial gin rooms of cool teak and its sweeping double stairways. 

But this would tell you little about Rangoon if Calvino was right about the topography and 

architecture of a place: “[t]he city does not consist of this, but of relationships between the 

measurements of its space and the events of its past.”
12

 And it is true that the rich events of Rangoon’s 

past in accord with its spatial anatomy make up its present form.  

 

Rangoon began as a swamp and many of its post 1852 buildings, such as the High Court with its 

towering clock and the Central Telegraph Office, were only built after the marshy land below was 

steadied with thitya hardwood logs and with deep plots of sand and cement
13

. Its architects designed it 

as an integrated whole within a wider global picture, “Calcutta should be Classic, Bombay Gothic, 

Madras Saracenic, Rangoon Renaissance”
14

 said James Ransome, Consulting Architect to the 

Government of India. As such, Rangoon was intended to be a polished ceramic segment set within the 

mosaic of Empire. But Rangoon has consistently been remade by unscripted forces. The city was 

viewed as tolerant surroundings for its 2,000 or so Jewish residents who sought refuge from the 

Ottoman Empire around the late nineteenth century
15

. Baghdadi Jews rose to positions of power in 

law and government
16

 and the community left an architectural mark in the form of Sofaer’s Buildings 

on the corner of Merchant and Pansodan.  

 

Its numerous Armenian residents also left a mark on the ‘measurements of its space’: the Strand Hotel 

along the bund of Strand Road was constructed by the Sarkies Brothers, an Armenian family business. 

The hotel was then extended in verse across the globe by “Rangoon 1927” Pablo Neruda’s poetic 

representation of a city of racialised space “en donde un hotel blanco para blancos/ y una pagoda de 

oro para gente dorada/ era cuanto/ pasaba/ y no pasaba”
17

 “where a white hotel for whites/ and a 

gilded pagoda for golden people/ was as much as happened/ and did not happen.” The Strand Hotel is 

today refurbished and placed back in colonial time: its grand white exterior is cool Victorian, and its 

interior palms and flourishes of teak a reminder of the tamed jungle. It remains more than a little 

reminiscent of Derek Walcott’s Caribbean “Hostería del Mar” in his poem “Tropic Zone”
18

  

 

… If the white architectural mode is 

International Modern, the décor must be the Creole’s, 

so, in a terra-cotta lobby with palms, a local jingle 

gurgles of a new cerveza, frost-crusted and golden, 

right next to a mural that has nationalised Eden 

in vehement acrylics…” 

  

With the coloniality/decoloniality of Rangoon’s forms in mind, the rest of this article considers three 

shaping spirits acting on its spatiality in the present: capital, everyday life and the 

historian/conservationist Thant Myint-U.  
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Central Telegraph Office interior, photograph by the author  

 

SHAPING SPIRITS IN RANGOON 
 
Capital  

 

“…wherever the Empire has raised the standard of living 

by blinding high rises, gestures are made to the culture 

of a remorseful past…”
19

 

 

The pagoda is finished; the country is ruined. 

- Burmese proverb
20

 

 

The shaping spirit of capital is in evidence in Rangoon as much as it was in Second Empire Paris 

where speculative investment and competition for land contributed to the socioeconomic division of 

urban space and the displacement of impoverished communities to the outskirts
21

. Fin-de-siècle 

Stockholm
22

 saw a similar spatial reordering and, like Paris, its streets were tamed into visions of 

domesticated interiors
23

. Such spatial alterations under the advance of a capitalist market economy 

echo the segregations and subjugations performed under colonial rule, as alluded to in the two towns 

of Fanon. The patterns of urban change in today’s Rangoon recall these grand transformations, but 

there are also contrasts. To begin with, the coloniality of the power of investment capital is notable 

through its spatial effects as it serves to segregate, reorder, and displace Rangoon’s residents. Most 

recently, a rush of investment after the end of sanctions has increased the demand for office space by 

those seeking geographic proximity to Burma’s promised market. By the summer of 2013, annual 

rents in the three high-rise buildings built during the 1990s were reported to be over US$100 per 

square foot, more than corporate rent in downtown Manhattan at the time. A general shortage of space 

means that companies are renting villas and hotel space to use as offices and driving rental prices up 

across all types of property
24

. These rising rents result in the displacement of residents to peripheral 

townships. One family from near the Ahlone Road area, for instance, told the Burmese press that their 

rent had more than doubled in just one year and as such they were forced to move out. To deal with 

such cases, the Yangon City Development Committee (YCDC), Rangoon’s urban administrative 

body, is planning further “low-cost housing” on the city’s periphery.
25

 In doing so, segregated 
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communities are effectively created as the city’s sprawling ‘new towns’ and traffic problems can 

mean a two-hour journey from the suburbs to the centre
26

. 

 

Meanwhile, developers plan to more than triple the amount of available office space in Rangoon by 

2015
27

 and in the rush to do so the demolition of old colonial buildings is much cheaper and easier 

than renovating them. Large red signs all over downtown indicate plans to demolish buildings judged 

to be “deteriorating”, the residents of which are expected to move on
28

. But demolitions and evictions 

are far from inevitable as capital is not the sole shaping spirit in the city – everyday life and urban 

conservationists also have a role to play.  

 

 
Buddhist nuns strolling through downtown Rangoon, photograph by the author 

 

 
EVERYDAY LIFE 
 

The decolonisation of space in the way that Said emphasised has been effected in three main ways in 

downtown Rangoon by those who might be termed ‘everyday actors’ – those who perform their daily 

lives on Rangoon’s streets and inside its buildings. These may be viewed through the acts of 

habitation, street activities and protest. Such decolonising practices act in a similar way to the 

détournements of the Situationists
29

, which involved, in the words of Kristin Ross
30

 

 

using the elements or terrain of the dominant social order to one’s own ends, for a 

transformed purpose; integrating actual or past productions into a superior construction of 

milieu. Détournement has no other place but the place of the other; it plays on imposed terrain 

and its tactics are determined by the absence of a “proper place.” 

  

The first of three decolonising détournements of Rangoon space is simply habitation. The main 

obstruction to the shaping force of capital is the repurposing and habitation of private colonial 
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buildings by residents who, due to long-term tenancy agreements and established communal life, 

resist any efforts to move them on. As Thant Myint-U explained in an interview in July of 2013
31

: 

 

In downtown Yangon […] there are lots of smaller dynamics that no one is really in control 

of. For instance, if you take an average […] private building, you could have the government 

controlling part of it, you could have six or seven tenant families who’ve lived there for a 

long time and who cannot be displaced. People have legal rights to stay, and because of rent 

control you could have tenants who are only paying the equivalent of a dollar a month. You 

could have multiple titles to that property, you could have an Indian family from whom that 

building was nationalised in 1964 who are now claiming it back, you could have other 

members of the same family counter-suing, and so all of this has locked everyone together, 

and nobody is fully in control of that. And this is replicated across the downtown area. 

 

Simply by dwelling in Rangoon’s downtown then, everyday actors not only repurpose and decolonise 

its colonial buildings they also resist the next wave of coloniality in the form of transformative 

investment capital. Moreover, a stroll through downtown streets reveals the cheek-by-jowl existence 

of Rangoon’s various devout communities, Buddhists, Muslims, Hindus, Christians, for whom 

existing and interacting together on a day-to-day basis is a defiance of narratives of communal 

antipathy along religious lines
32

. The fear is that increasing moves towards suburbanisation will create 

their atomisation in peripheral satellite communities. And beyond this, spatial divisions along 

religious or racialised lines may become bases for economic divides as the increasingly open market 

economy begins to create more pronounced inequalities.  

 

As noted in reference to Paris and Stockholm, spatial accounts of rapid urban change under an 

accelerating capitalist market economy tend to emphasise the creation of sanitised and controlled 

interiors out of the undisciplined exterior streets of the city. Yet today in downtown Rangoon a variant 

picture is apparent – exteriors are made into interiors but through their re-appropriation by everyday 

actors rather than through elite design. Colonial avenues become sites of domestic or informal 

commercial activity: food preparation, cooking, washing, reading, congregating, and relaxing on low 

stools under the shade of awnings. Side streets become living rooms and trees become sites for 

miniature shrines, places of worship. Everyday life is a decolonial détournement too, performing not 

only a repurposing of sanitised colonial avenues but also discomforting incoming investors, as one 

office-hunting manager of a US engineering firm laments: “We can’t move into a space where 

someone’s cooking up nasi goreng [sic] on the sidewalk all night.”
33

 

 

But the most significant spatial détournement has taken the form of public protest. Rangoon has been 

one of the most controlled urban environments in the world with surveillance, barriers, and spatial 

tricks employed to discourage political activity
34

 – this is mainly still in place despite political 

liberalisation. Yet the more that successive administrations have attempted to control and neutralise 

space, the more politicised and symbolic downtown space has become. Sites of national or religious 

significance have been redefined by manifestations, and through protest the areas around the main 

Buddhist pagodas, the Shwedagon and the Sule, have become sacred for a different reason. The series 

of protests now known as the 8888 Uprising had perhaps the greatest redefining impact on Rangoon’s 

public spaces. Demonstrations began around August 8, 1988 and persisted into mid-September and 

were only crushed after hundreds of lives were lost. Such protests create sites of symbolism to be 

revisited: in August of 2013 for instance, the 8888 Uprising was commemorated with rallies and 

speeches around the Sule Pagoda
35

. As such downtown Rangoon, despite its imperial design and 
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decades of autocratic spatial control, has become defined as a Saidian “landscape of resistance”

36
 

through the actions of its everyday agents.  

 

 

An exterior street as everyday interior, photograph by Yann Bigant, yannbigant.fr 

 

 

THE HISTORIAN 
 
Thant Myint-U, eminent historian of Burma whose own genealogy is deeply interwoven with the 

history of the country
37

, has recently become Rangoon’s most prominent urban conservationist. 

During 2012 he officially established the Yangon Heritage Trust (YHT) which is focused on urban 

planning and conservation of the city’s most iconic sites and buildings, while intending to “offer up 

our own vision of what the city could be”
38

. At first it seems a diversion from the scholarly existence, 

but the pursuit of the historian has always been to preserve the past or some version of it through its 

representation in text. And if we consider the textuality of the city itself – its layers of architectural 

inscription, the language of its street names, past and present, the changing grammar of its built form 

– the preservation of Rangoon then becomes historical writing in a different mode. As Thant Myint-U 

himself recognises: “by protecting and preserving these buildings we could help to recover and 

recognise the history of this city because… this is the space in which so much of Burma’s history was 

made.”
39

 

Here, through the YHT, he is considered as a shaping spirit on the changing city. However Thant 

Myint-U would place himself in the role of mediator between the shaping forces of capital and 

everyday agency. In his own words
40

:  

 

[I can now imagine putting] in place the incentives, the policies to attract investment money 

to renovate these buildings so they can become hotels or restaurants. [Now] I’d like us to 

come at it from the other direction and [make sure] that people have the choice to stay if they 

want to stay, and not gentrify the whole area, but that we have actual policies in place that 

will encourage people to stay, to keep intact a lot of these very old neighbourhoods and 

communities as well. 
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Another part of his endeavour with the YHT is to populate the city with stories, to add to its 

architectural face those “measurements of its past”. This is to be achieved through placing blue 

plaques on heritage buildings “so we can tell different stories,” and through an online community 

mapping project to tell the family and community histories of buildings. The project will involve an 

interactive map to which Rangoon’s past and present residents (those privileged enough to have 

internet access) can upload their own family histories and photographs: “it could be a Gujarati family 

living in Vancouver, who’d say, we used to live here, this is what we remember of it.”
41

 But shaping 

the textuality of Rangoon and the stories it tells in this way may be seen as an aesthetic endeavour 

steered by metropolitan elites. It seeks to add the measurements of Rangoon’s past but only those of a 

selected past which denies a degree of everydayness and the shaping agency of Rangoon’s poorer 

residents. This endeavour seeks to place Rangoon aesthetically among the romantic European 

capitals, and therefore to place it back in colonial time in the mosaic of empire. Ultimately it will find 

itself struggling against Rangoon itself, the same Rangoon which has persistently subverted the image 

made for it by dominant shaping forces.  

 

 

Life in Rangoon, photograph by Yann Bigant, yannbigant.fr 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

In sum, by returning coloniality to its roots in Said and Fanon we can restore a spatial concern that has 

been somewhat drowned out by the epistemological priority of the decolonial collective. Patterns of 

coloniality and decoloniality repeat themselves in the physical space of Rangoon and in this article 

three particular shaping spirits have been noted to impact upon the spatiality of the city. Capital 

remakes the urban environment and displaces and segregates its inhabitants; while everyday life 

“plays on imposed terrain”
42

 in Rangoon in the style of a détournement. Daily activity makes 

convivial interiors out of colonial avenues, while protest politicises (and makes symbolic) spaces of 

surveillance and control. Finally, Rangoon’s historian/conservationist Thant Myint-U draws attention 

to the textuality of the city, altering its inscription at the same time as making it read. Rangoon then, 

was not born or raised in Imperial Europe or invented by international investors, it was, as Maung 

Chaw Nwe posed, born in Rangoon and continues to be raised in Rangoon. 
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